FREEDOM'S  BATTLE

pontoons. Once the majority of the men was across, the march
on Gandesa began.

Forty-eight hours later, rebel aircraft, flown hastily from the
Levant, put in an appearance. As had been foreseen, they
concentrated their attack on the river crossings. They attempted
to smash up the bridges, failed to destroy a single one, and lost
various machines. Mass air raids did not succeed in holding up
the Republican offensive. On July 27th our troops reached
Villalabar de los Arcos in the environs of Gandesa. The next
day they broke across the southern half of the Ebro bend, reached
the outskirts of Bot and occupied the high road between Bot and
Gherta. On July soth the objectives mapped out by the Repub-
lican General Staff were reached with the exception of the village
of Gandesa itself. In the space of six days an area of 270 square
miles had been captured and 7,000 prisoners taken. The new
Ebro front now stretched from Cherta in a northerly direction,
leaving Bot on the east, and encircling the Sierra of Pandols, a
position of primary importance which was now occupied by
loyalist troops.

That same day the rebels began a strong counter-offensive,
which reached its zenith on August 2nd and rapidly declined as
the Republican troops advanced from the Levant towards the
MontesUniversales, occupied heights threatening the enemy on his
flank, and forced him to lessen his pressure on the Ebro and to
retire hastily to Teruel with some of the divisions brought from
that sector only a week before. The insurgents tried to fill up
the gaps with troops drawn from the L&ida and Balaguer sectors,
but this weakening of the northern front was taken advantage of
by the Republicans, who crossed the Segre at SenSs on August
gth and built a new bridge-head there.

The rebels were forced to employ their best troops in this
counter-attack. Their losses were tremendous. Fighting in that
sector lasted for more than three months. Not until November
i5th did they succeed in re-forming their front on the Ebro. On
the night of July 25th the Republicans had crossed the river;
113 days later they retired to their former positions.

In the meantime the first snow had begun to fall in the Levant.
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